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Hodges: Subspecies in Iowa Ornithology

Subspecies in Iowa Ornithology
JAMES HODGES
A brief search of ornithological literature reveals that during the
last two years ( 1946 and 194 7), 27 important papers have been published dealing either directly or indirectly with subspecies of North
American birds. If we were to include Mexico, Arizona, and tropical
areas in this count it would of course be much higher. On the other
hand, from 1941-1945 only one paper was published in the pages
of Iow A BIRD LIFE dealing exclusively with the question of subspecies.
From 1941-1947 a few short notes appeared within the pages of this
journal mentioning subspecies.
It is the purpose of this paper to make a few statements regarding bird subspecies that are found in Iowa, their range, and if possible, field identification. The subject of subspecies is usually frowned
upon by non-taxonomists but the late Witmer Stone wrote (1935),
" . . . The problem of species vs. subspecies has been an attractive,
if not always fruitful, one for discussion. It may seem foolish to take
up the theme again but it possesses a lure that seems to challenge
one's wits, and after all it may not be out of place once in a while
to revive it to see if any progress has been made in its solution."
The rise of subspecies in North American Ornithology is quite
conspicuous when one examines closelY the four editions of the
American Ornithologists' Union Check-List of North American Birds.
This paper shall be concerned only with the Order Passeriformes.
Family ALAUDIDAE
Three forms of this family are found during the year in Iowa;
Hoyt's Horned Lark Otocoris alpestris hoyU, Northern Horned Lark
Otocoris alpestris alpestris, and the Prairie Horned Lark Otocoris
alpestris praticola. According to DuMont ( 1934) 1 only the Prairie
Horned Lark is a summer resident though some individuals have
been collected during the winter months in the southern portion of
the state giving the impression that they are permanent residents but
as Mr. DuMont states only two wintering specimens of this bird
have been examined. On the other hand, both hoyti and alpestris are
to be found in the winter months. the former is common while the
latter is considered rare. Specimens seem to be common for Hoyt's
Horned Lark while specimens of the Northern form and winter
specimens of the Prairie Horned Lark seem to be very few. Added to
this, the Desert Horned Lark Otocoris alpestris leucolaema may occur
as a migrant along the western border of the state, but as far as I
know no specimens of this form have been taken as yet.
All sight records of both hoyti and alpestris should be disregarded
as they can not be diferentiated in the field with any accuracy though
one writer (Musgrove, 134) mentioned that the different subspecies
of this family could be identified if seen at close range but I have
found it very rare to find these birds and approach them close enough
under good light conditions to identify them with certainty. In a
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county list of distribution the summer bird should be referred to as·
Otocoris alpestris praticola while the winter birds should be noted as
(assuming of course no specimens have been taken) Otocoris alpestris subsp.
1. The first book on Iowa bird life which considered subspecies
in detail was A REVISED LIST OF THE BIRDS OF rowA by Philip A. DuMont (University of Iowa Studies in Nautral History, 1934). In the
course of this paper I shall refer often to this volume.
Famiy PARIDAE
Two kind of chickadees are found in Iowa, the Black-capped Chickadee Penthestes atricapillus atricapillus and the Long-tailed Chickadee Penthestes atricapillus septentrianalis. The Black-capped Chickadee is the common permanent resident, breeding in all parts of the
state with the exception, according to DuMont, in the region along
the Missouri River Valley. Mr. DuMont thought that systematic collecting in this area would show that the Long-tailed Chickadee may
be the breeding bird in that area but three males collected in Woodbury County in February, March, and April were the Black-capped
form. In my estimation, however, these three specimens can not
be considered breeding birds because there is usually a slight migratory movement at this time of the year and April 15 would be an
early nesting date for this bird. According to DuMont the Longtailed Chickadee is a, "Fairly common winter resident in the northwestern part of the state where it is found to comingle with atricapillus. Throughout the central and eastern parts of the state this bird
is a rare winter visitor."
The difference between atricapillus and septentrionalis is that the
latter is slightly larger with white margins on the secondaries and
outer webs of the rectrices, while the back and rump is a Paler shade
of gray. It is quite impossible to identify these two forms in the
field and it is quite evident that a great deal of collecting is needed
to determine the status and distribution of these two birds in Iowa
and would bring to light some valuable and interesting data.
The Carolina Chickadee Penthestes carolinensis carolinensis has
been found in Iowa but twice and so is considered an accidental bird
in the state.
Family TROGLODYTIDAE
The House Wren that breeds in Iowa has been identified as the
Western House Wren Troglodytes aedon parkmani. So far no evidence has been found that the Eastern House Wren Trogloaytes a.
aedon occurs in Iowa.
Family TURDIDAE
The Eastern Hermit Thrush Hylocichla guttata faxoni has been
recorded as a fairly common migrant in the eastern part of the
state and uncommon in the western portion (DuMont). There are,
however, two specimens of the Sierra Hermit Thrush HYlocichla qut-
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tata sequoiensis that were taken in Henry County in 1897 and 1895.
Then too, there are two more specimens taken in Iowa which are
according to DuMont probably Audubon's Hermit Thrush H. g.
auduboni. These two specimens were left unnamed until more data is
available. Field identification would be impossible but more specimens
should be collected from all parts of the state in orde rthat the
forms of the Hermit Thrush and their distribution and status could
be solved.
Family MOTACILLIDAE
Two members of this family occur in Iowa, the American Pipit
Anthus sPinoletta rubescens and Sprague's Pipit Anthus spraguei.
The American Pipit is an uncmomon and irregular migrant while
Sprague's Pipit has an undetermined status as there was only one
Iowa record when one was killed near Manawa Lake, Pottawattamie
County; on September 14. 1895. No one knows where this specimen
is at, at the present time. Both birds can be identified in the field
but a series of skins is needed.
Family LANIIDAE
The members of this family that are found in Iowa are the Northern Shrike Lanius borealis borealis. Northwestern Shrike Lanius
borealis invictus, Migrant Shrike Lanius ludovicianus migrans. and
the possibility of the White-rumped Shrike Lanius ludovicianus excubitorides though no specimens of the latter form have been taken
in Iowa as yet but collecting in the western portion of the state may
find this bird as a straggler.
The Migrant Shrike is the only bird that is found during the summer, nesting in all parts of the state and there seems to date to be
no wintering records for this species.
The Northwestern Shrike is the one that is a fairly common winter
resident in all parts of the state though the Northern Shrike does
occur in the winter months but it is quite rare. A large collection of
shrikes are needed from all parts of the state during the winter
months.
Family ICTERIDAE
In this family the Red-winged Blackbirds present the prime problem. Three forms occur: Eastern Red-wing Agelaius phoeniceus
phoeniceus, Giant Red-wing Agelaius phoeniceus arctolegus, and the
Thick-billed Red-wing Agelaius phoeniceus fortis.
The Eastern Red-wing has been recorded as a very local breeder
in extreme eastern Iowa, probably confined to the flood-Plain of the
Mississippi River. It is, however, an uncommon migrant in the eastern portion of the state with a few stragglers into the central part.
There is, however, a possibility that during the past few years this
bird has extended its range and may pe1·haps be nesting in the central portion of the state. A few blackbirds winter if food can be
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obtained and the weather is not too inclement but no Eastern Redwings have thus far been collected during the winter season.
The Giant Red-wing is the one that is considered the abundant
summer resident in all portions of the state except possibly the
eastern portion whree it is replaced by Phoeniceus and it of course
migrates in all parts of the state. Most county lists of distribution
in the state, list this as the breeding or migrant form though when in
doubt it should be listed as Agelaius phoeniceus subsp. It is not
known if any of the irregular wintering birds are of this form or
not.
The Thick-billed Red-wing has been recorded by DuMont as a
common early spring and late fall migrant in all parts of the state,
most numerous in the western portion. Mr. DuMont also feels that a
study of wintering birds would reveal this subspecies to be the one
most frequently found. No evidence of breeding in the state has
been secured.
The Red-wing Blackbird is found in every county of the state and
is either common or abundant, yet, we know very little about their
distribution and status. Field identification is impossible and the
only means of studying this problem is by systematic collecting.
Everyone lives in the area where this bird nests or knows of its
nesting site and with a little collecting during the various seasons of
the year much could be learned.
In this same family are the Eastern Cowbird Molothrus ater ater
and the Nevada Cowbird Molothrus ater artemisiae. The Eastern
Cowbird is a common summer resident but specimens from the
western part of the state were determined as the Nevada Cowbird
though additional specimens are still desired.
Family FRINGILLIDAE
Some form of the Blue Grosbeak occurs in Iowa, particularly in
the western Portion of the State. However, these birds may be of two
forms; the Western Blue Grosbeak Guiraca caerulea interfusa and
the Eastern Blue Grosbeak Guiraca caerulea caerulea. It is more
probable that those birds found in the western portion of the state
are interfusa as those of the neighboring state Nebraska are of this
form. It is possible, however. that some of these birds may have come
through the Mississippi Valley and thus be of the eastern form but
a large number of specimens are badly needed.
The Common Redpoll Acanthis linaria Unaria is an irregular winter resident and migrant in Iowa though 12 specimens of the Greater
Redpoll Acanthis linaria rostrata have been taken back in 1896 in
Johnson County but since that time nothing seems to be known
about the status and distribution of the Greater Redpoll. It is suggested that when possible this bird should be collected when it occurs
in Iowa as it is possible that the Greater form occurs more often
during the winter months than suspected.
Both the Red Crossbill Loxia curvirostra pusilla and Bendire's
Crossbill occur in Iowa according to the list of DuMont. It is a bird
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generally limited to the northern part of the state though it has
been found in the interior and eastern Portions of the state. DuMont
examined six specimens of pusilla and twelve specimens of Bendire's
Crossbill Loxia curvirostra bendieri. As to the number of specimens
examined by Mr. DuMont it seems as though the Rocky Mountain
form (Bendire's) occurs more often in the state but only extensive
collecting will present evidence enough to draw sound conclusions.
The field identification of the larger members of the finch family
is comparatively easy but when one starts to identify the smaller
and dull colored members of this family caution is the order of the
day and when subspecies comes into the field the only accurate method of identification in the majority of cases is by having the bird in
the hand.
In his 1934 list Philip A. DuMont listed both the Eastern Savannah
Sparrow Passerculus sandwichensis savanna and the Nevada Savannah Sparrow Passerculus sandwichensis nevadensis the former as a
fairly common migrant and the latter as a rare migrant. The
Nevada form was entered on the state list by a single specimen
secured at Iowa City, Johnson County, on May 13, 1901. A great deal
of collecting is needed of Iowa Savannah Sparrows.'
I.
DuMont (1944) wrote of a Churchill Savannah Sparrow series
that he collected in Polk and Clay Counties which were identified by
James L. Peters and Ludlow Griscom.

The Eastern Grasshopper Sparrow Ammodramus savannarum australis and the Western Grasshopper Sparrow Ammodramus savannarum bimaculatus both occur in Iowwa but not a great deal is
known of their respective status and distribution. Both birds are almost alike except the western form has more brown on the upper
parts and paler an the under parts making field identification quite
unsatisfactory. A large series of skins is required before this problem is settled.
The Eastern Tree Sparrow Spizella arborea arborea is a common
winter resident in Iowa though the Western Tree SParrow Spizella
arborea ochracea migrates through all of Iowa. They both resemble
each other except the western form is much darker and more streaked
on the upper parts. A great deal could be learned by collecting as
sight identification between the two forms would be unsatisfactory.
A similar case as that of the Tree Sparrow is the Eastern Field
Sparrow Spizella pusilla pusilla and Western Field Sparrow Spizella
pusilla arenacea, the Eastern Field Sparrow as a common summer
resident while the Western Field Sparrow is found only as a migrant.
The White-crowned Sparrow Zonotrichia leucoPhrys leucphrys and
Gambel's Sparrow Zonotrichia leucophrys gambeli both are common
migrants in Iowa though it is possible to identify adult birsd in the
field bY means of the white eye stripe the fall months present a different problem with the immature birds. A limited amount of collecting should be done to determine the relative abundance of the two
forms.
Two forms of Song Sparrows occur. The Mississippi Song Sparrow
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Melospiza melodia beata has been found to be a common migrant

and summer resident in the state while the Dakota Song Sparrow
MelosPiza melodia juddi is a migrant but it is thought to nest in only

the northwestern part of the state. More evidence of course is needed
from all counties.
SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS
During the past decade a large number of ornithologists have
been directing their attention and efforts towards the problem of
subspecies in North American bird life. This paper has presented,
very briefly, what is known of subspecies of the Order Passeriformes in Iowa. A total of 40 forms have been mentioned concerning
eight bird families:
Alaudidae (Horned Larks)-three forms
Paridae (Chickadees)-two forms
Troglodytidae (House Wrens)-two forms
Turdidae (Thrushes)-three forms
Motacillidae (Pipits)two forms
Laniidae (Shrikes )-four forms
Icteridae (Blackbirds and Cowbirds)-five forms
Fringillidae (Finches )-nineteen forms.
It is suggested that reasonable collecting is carried on in all Iowa
counties by ornithologists in ·order that we might give status and
distribution to the many subspecies that occur in the state plus having
an idea as to the relative abundance of each bird. It is also quite
possible that other subspecies may extend their range into Iowa.
Throughout the state there are small collections of birds which
should be classified and examined. If the student is unable to determine the various subspecies he should send them to one of the larger
museums to be compared with other study skins.
It should be understood, however, that both a state and federal
permit are required for scientific collecting, and such collecting
should be kept at the lowest possible minimum at all times. The
officials of the State Conservation Commission should give attention
to every serious ornithologist who makes application for a scientific
collecting permit and who possess the qualifications for carrying on
of such research.
3132 FAIR A VENUE,
DAVENPORT, IOWA·
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